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In his book Development Communication: Reframing the Role of theMedia, Thomas L. McPhail provides an insightful overview of the
history of, and major players in, the field of development communi-
cation. The book argues that the field of development communica-
tion is currently undergoing a paradigm shift: evolving from its roots in modernization
theory toward an increasingly bottom-up approach focused on grassroots initiatives
and the power of media interventions and education to promote positive social change.
This book has a strong theoretical focus; each theory and approach is well de-
scribed and explained and this book would be helpful to people who have a basic
grasp of political, economic, and development theory and are studying development
communication. Anyone who is interested in learning more about the main actors in
the field of development communication—past, present, and even future—will find
this book particularly useful.
The first five chapters and the concluding chapter are written by McPhail, while
the five intervening chapters are authored by other experts and practitioners from the
field. While McPhail offers a clear and concise background to development communi-
cation, the articles written by the other authors (chapters 6–10) expose readers to other
perspectives and situate development communication in topical issues, including tech-
nology in development, the digital divide, and feminism. Chapters 9 and 10 are case
studies and offer concrete examples of development communication in action, build-
ing on the theories and approaches introduced in earlier chapters.
The book covers three main topics: theories in development communication, main
actors, and world culture. Beginning with a description of modernization theory, the
dominant paradigm in development communication, McPhail argues that while other
theories and approaches have arisen to position themselves as alternatives to this theory,
modernization theory continues to influence development communication projects
and interventions around the world. The theories that followed modernization the-
ory—liberation theology, cultural imperialism, participatory communication, and edu-
cation-entertainment—are all described in detail with special mention of the main
concepts and ideas behind each as well as the approaches that they promote. Examples
of projects from each approach are also given. 
Dominant actors in the field of development communication include United Na-
tions Specialized Agencies (for example, the United Nations Development Programme
and the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization) and non-
governmental organizations (NGOs). Within the NGO category, McPhail distinguishes
between the large U.S. foundations: the Carnegie Foundation, the Ford Foundation,
and the Rockefeller Foundation, and smaller NGOs such as the World Social Forum
(WSF), the Communication for Social Change Consortium (CFSC), and the Interna-
tional Development Research Council (IDRC).
McPhail is very enthusiastic in his praise for the United Nations (UN). He sees the
Canadian Journal of Communication, Vol 36 (3)
specialized agencies of the UN as powerful agents of change in the field of development
communication and in the protection of culture worldwide. However, while his opin-
ions are valid, I think that his argument in this area would have been stronger if he
were more critical of actual UN performance in the field. In contrast, while he describes
the large U.S. foundations as also having a lot of power and influence in the field of
development communication, he argues that they bring with them a perceived polit-
ical agenda that makes many organizations in developing countries wary of working
too closely with them. As an alternative, McPhail promotes the work of smaller NGOs,
particularly those from medium-sized countries like the Nordic countries and Canada.
He argues that they have better chances of success because they are seen as having
less political and cultural baggage.
One of the most interesting sections of the book is chapter five, “Differing Views
of World Culture,” in which McPhail argues that culture is an integral part of individual
and national identities and needs to be protected rather than subjected to the “ho-
mogenizing effects of globalization” (p. 86). In this chapter, he is not afraid of taking
an oppositional stance to powerful and influential organizations such as the World
Trade Organization (WTO), an organization that he sees as a threat to the future of di-
verse world cultures. He describes how organizations like the WTO want cultural out-
puts to be included with other trade items (such as automobiles and coffee), and
subject to the same laws of free trade. McPhail believes that this would lead to a ho-
mogenization of world culture under the dominant influence of U.S. culture; he argues
that cultural capital should not be a tradable item and that countries have a right, and
indeed a responsibility, to protect their cultural industries and outputs.
These early chapters of the book provide a comprehensive overview of the field
of development communication and emphasize the importance of understanding the
history of the field and the critical role that the main theories and actors play in today’s
ongoing paradigm shift. This was very helpful because all the succeeding chapters
build on, or refer to, one or more of these theories or actors in the context of different
issues or projects. 
Chapters 6 through 10 are written by experts in the field of development commu-
nication, including Renée Houston, Michele H. Jackson, Mitchell F. Rice, Luz Estella
Porras, and H. Leslie Steeves. Building on the theories and approaches explained in
earlier chapters, they explore the topics of technology in development, the global dig-
ital divide, and feminism in the postdevelopment age. These essays describe in detail
the challenges presented by each issue and give examples of projects and actors who
are involved in furthering the fields of research and practice in these areas. Each chap-
ter brings something new and relevant to the discussion around development com-
munication and exposes the reader to different opinions and analyses.
Chapters 9 and 10 present two case studies authored by Satarupa Dasgupta and
Eva Szalvai respectively. I found the case studies particularly useful for adding context
to the theories and practices of development communication and for illustrating the
challenges faced by the projects and examples of strategies to overcome them. The first
case study looks at the Sonagachi project in India. The goal of this project was to use
development communication to reduce HIV infection rates among the sex workers in
the red light district of Calcutta. The author describes the project and the theory behind
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it effectively and also explores incidences of emergence within the project. For example,
in addition to reducing HIV infection rates, the project also resulted in improved access
to healthcare and education for sex workers and their children in the district. 
The second case study focuses on development communication and social change.
It uses the Roma Project, a project of the Open Society Institute, as an example of this
type of work and takes the time to explain in some depth the theoretical and method-
ological framework behind the project. Generally, I found the chapters written by other
authors to be interesting and informative, although the change in writing style some-
what disrupts the flow of the book. 
Overall, this book is quite honest about past failures in the field of development
communication. For example, McPhail states that past top-down approaches to the
field have not had very high success rates and that more grassroots or bottom-up
approaches are needed. And while he takes the time to describe in detail alternative
approaches to development communication and possible solutions to some of the
problems that have been encountered in the field, he is careful to state that there
are no grand theories or quick fixes in the field of development communication
and that flexible, interdisciplinary approaches and teams are needed for projects
to be successful.
In the final chapter, McPhail lists the main points identified in the book that he
argues will be of key importance in reframing the role of the media in the field of de-
velopment communication. This list provides a helpful summary of key points and
arguments in the book and leaves the reader with specific ideas about what changes
need to occur in the field to improve the effectiveness of development communication
projects and interventions.
I think that this book offers an astute look at how the field of development
communication has changed over time and why it has so much potential as a tool
in development. I thoroughly enjoyed this book and found it very helpful in devel-
oping my understanding of the past, present, and future of the field of development
communication.
Sarah Christie, University of Guelph
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